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Objectives

At the end of this unit, you wll

Be aware of the following

Di fferent body novenents used by Arab peoples to
commruni cat e

Arab society may condone outward displays of
affection between male friends

Common practices used when greeting in Arab circles
O fense caused by using obscene Arab gestures

Habi ts Saudi Arabians may enploy in crowded
situations

ldentify

Common Arab gestures and their meani ngs
CGesture used to beckon soneone to cone
Respect shown t hrough conmon gestures
“Bvil eye”

Realize

Arab men may show friendship by kissing

“A-OK’ synbol is not a positive expression in Arab
culture

Appearing in a hurry can cause offense to Saudi
peopl es
Negative inplications of pointing a finger at sonmeone
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Arabs, |ike nost people, use gestures and body novenents
to communicate. It has been said that “To tie an Arab’s
hands while he is speaking is tantanount to tying his
tongue.” However, Arab gestures differ a great deal from
Anmerican (or Western) ones.

1. Shaking Hands we usually Iearn
to shake hands only the first time we
are introduced to soneone. Most Arabs
shake hands every tine they neet you
and every tine they | eave you. This
appl i es whether they neet you on the
street, in an office, at a conference,
restaurant, or at hone.

The pattern in Saudi Arabia is to shake hands on
nmeeting, chat a bit, and shake hands again on | eaving--even
if you neet ten tines a day. |If sitting, rise when shaking
hands as well as when an esteened person enters a room

2. Touching A considerabl e nunber of Arabs touch nore
bet ween the sane sex, to show liking--not sex. They hold
hands, hug each other, kiss if close friends. As Arab
soci ety condones the outward di splay of affection between
mal e friends, one may see Saudi nen, even officials and
mlitary officers, holding hands as they wal k toget her or
ot herwi se converse with one anot her.

| f an individual Arab does not touch you, he does not
i ke you--or he may be trying to restrain hinself because you
are not used to being touched. A full body enbrace,
acconpani ed wi th huggi ng, should not be initiated until you
are sure that the Arab is a close friend. |If the Arab
initiates it, participate and consider yourself honored
and/ or accepted. Contact between the opposite sex in public
is considered close to obscene.
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3. Common Gestures Al though there are numerous ot her
gestures associ ated specifically with the Arab culture, the
foll ow ng have been identified as sonme of the nost common and
w despread in the Arabi an Peni nsul a.

The gesture of placing the right hand or its
forefinger on the tip of the nose, on the right |ower
eyelid, on top of the head, on the nustache or beard
has the nmeaning of “it’s in front of ne, | see it or
it’s on ny head to acconplish.” Another neaning is
“iIt’s nmy obligation.”

Forefinger and thunb of one or both hands on the

j acket | apel; or one or both hands held at chest

hei ght, pal ns open and facing out, has the neaning,
“iIt’s not ny responsibility.”

Ri ght hand out, palmdown, with fingers brought
toward oneself repeatedly in a clawng notion, is the
sign for calling soneone to cone.

Pl aci ng the palmof the right hand on the chest

i mredi ately after shaking hands wi th anot her man
shows respect or thanks. A very slight bow of the
head may al so be added.

Touching the tips of the right fingertips to the
forehead while bowi ng the head slightly, or kissing
the back of a dignitary’s hand al so connotes
“Respect.”

Grasping the chin with the
thunb side of the right fist is
a sign of wisdomor maturity.

By holding the fingers in a pear shaped configuration
with the tips pointing up at about waist |evel and
nmovi ng the hand slightly up and down signals “wait a
little bit” or “be careful.” This gesture can be
observed extensively when driving in the crowded
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streets of the Arab cities. 1In such a locale, it may
be acconpani ed by curses from an anxious taxi driver
or a pedestrian trying to cross the street.

Htting the side of one’s face with the pal mof one
hand, head slightly tilted, and eyes w de open, is
meant as an expression of surprise.

Flicking the right thunbnail on front teeth can be
translated to nmean “1 have no noney” or “l have only
alittle.”

Biting the right forefinger, which has been placed
si deways in the nouth, may be a threat or an
expression of regret.

In Western culture the “A- X"
sign is a positive gesture.
However in the Arab world, if the
gesture is shaken at anot her
person it synbolizes the sign of
the evil eye. An Arab may use
the sign in conjunction with

ver bal curses.

Htting the right fist into the open palmof the left
hand i ndi cates obscenity or contenpt.

Placing the tips of the left fingers and thunb

toget her so that the hand faces right, then placing
the tip of the right forefinger directly on the left
fingertips indicates an obscenity or insult directed
at one’s birth or parentage. Specifically “You have
five fathers.”

Pl acing the palmof the right hand on the chest,
bowi ng the head a little and cl osing one’s eyes
connotates “Thank You” (in the name of Allah).
Touchi ng noses together three tines when greeting is
a Bedouin gesture of friendship and respect.

Two nen ki ssing each other quickly on the |ips when
greeting is an expression of friendship.

A qui ck snap of the head upwards wi th an acconpanyi ng
click of the tongue connotates: “No”, “perhaps”, or
“What you say is false.”
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By joining the tips of the right

t hunb, forefinger, and mddle finger
and then noving the configuration
rapidly in front of the body, an Arab
wi |l add enmphasis to his speech.

Patting anot her person’s shoulder wth the right hand
is a conciliatory gesture.

Before serving coffee, a bit of it may be poured onto
the ground. This is a Bedouin gesture of sacrifice.
During the Hajj (pilgrinmge), people may kiss only on
t he shoul ders as a gesture of friendship and
greeting.

Fl i pping the hand near the nouth and simultaneously
maki ng a clicking sound with the tongue and teeth is
used to indicate that a person is not to worry.

By holding the right hand in front of the face with
the back facing forward and then flipping the hand so
that the palmis up, the Arab will indicate that the
person asked for is not present.

If an Arab rubs his earlobe with the tips of his
right forefinger and thunb, he may be asking, “Do you
want me to answer the question for you?”

Placing a half closed hand in front of the stonmach,
and then turning it slightly connotes that the person
to whomthe gesture is nmade is a liar.

By first touching the tip of the right forefinger on
the tongue and then placing it on the tip of the
nose, an Arab gives a sign for a person to hurry.

Open hand, pal mdown, pointed in a

particul ar direction and

acconpani ed by the phrase “I1I-

Khansi bil’een” (the fire in the

L) eyes) is a gesture “To ward off
the evil eye.”

—
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Shaki ng the index finger sideways is simlar to the
western gesture which connotates “No” or indicates

t he negati ve.

A snap of the forefinger or mddle finger on the
thumb is simlar to the western gesture which
connot at es “Forgot sonething.”

A gentle graze of the chin of another person with the
right fist is an adnonition not to argue.

Gently grazing another person’s chin with the right
forefinger is a threat or chall enge.

Hol ding the right hand, with the back forward, then
lightly brushing the tips of fingers beneath the chin
several times with a forward notion has the neani ng
of an insult.

Hol ding the mddle finger down with the thunb while
the other fingers are extended, and then shaking the
hand at sonmeone is an expression of anger or a

t hreat.

WARNING!! Gestures indicating
obscenities or insults should not be
used by non-Arabs. Arab gestures of
this type have varyi ng degrees of
intensity. Dependi ng upon
ci rcunst ances and country, incorrect
usage could lead to serious offenses
and cause di pl omatic incidents.

4. Be Aware of...

Appearing to be in a hurry when you are anong Saudi s.
For exanpl e, during a business appointnment or social visit
with a Saudi, do not | ook at your watch or otherw se act as
if you have little tinme to talk. Saudis can be very of fended
by this. Time is much less rigidly scheduled in Saudi Arabia
than in the U S.; so, in any case, you will have little need
to be in a hurry.

Poi nting your finger or a pencil at anyone while
speaki ng, or beckon anyone with your finger. It is
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considered a threat, and only aninmals are treated in this
manner .

The Saudis disinclination to wait
in crowded situations. Due to
subjectivity in perception and sense
of dignity, every man considers
hinmself to be “first in line.”

“Appreci ate Your Acconplishnments”
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Review Quiz: Gestures

True/False Piace a Tof an Fin the bl ank provi ded.

1

Non- Arab personnel should take care not to know ngly
or unknowi ngly use gestures indicating obscenities
or insults.

To beckon soneone, many Arabs place their right hand
out, pal mdown, and bring their fingers toward
oneself in a repeatedly claw ng notion.

Two Arab nmen, who quickly kiss each ot her when
greeting, may be expressing whol esone friendship.

In Arab cultures, pointing an index finger at a
person, while speaking, is considered a good way to
enphasi ze a point.

Most Arab nmen sel dom shake hands with others.

Many Saudis automatically forma long |line when in
crowded or waiting settings.

The “evil eye” is a neaningless, antiquated
superstition in many Arab circles.

The “A-OK” sign, when used in Arab circles, carries
negati ve connotati ons.

In public, contact between nenbers of the opposite
sex in Mddle East circles is considered close to
obscene.

In Saudi culture, appearing in a hurry is a mark of
i nportance and presti ge.
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